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The Cultural Inability of Me
A Conceptual Framework for Accommodating
the Roadblock in the Mirror
Benterah C. Morton, Kaitlin M. Jackson, & Melvin J. Jackson
Abstract
Teacher education programs focus heavily on content knowledge and pedagogical skills, but less often acknowledge the teacher’s identity and ability to meet
the cultural needs of their students. Teachers lacking the ability to understand
their own and their students’ racial, cultural, and ethnic needs may encounter
challenges in the classroom that can result in academic, behavioral, and social-emotional implications for students. This article presents a framework for
continually examining the self to uncover beliefs that are unknown to others and
us that directly impact our decision-making, thoughts, and actions and ultimately
our leadership and teaching.

Introduction
In an effort to focus on student progress, teacher education programs have
been working to produce teacher candidates that know the subject matter and can
teach it effectively, (Wenglinsky, 2000) often through the accreditation process
of the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) and
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others. Despite the reality that these goals are being met and the content knowledge of teacher candidates is increasing steadily, there has been relatively little
change in K-12 student outcomes (USDE, 2016). Many scholars have theorized
why there has been little change in student achievement levels across the past few
decades (Fasching-Varner & Mitchell, 2013; Fasching-Varner, Mitchell, Martin
& Bennett-Haron, 2014; McGrady & Reynolds, 2013). A few of the diagnoses
include racial mismatch (McGrady & Reynolds, 2013), educational realism (Fasching-Varner, et al., 2014), and lack of cultural proficiencies (Gay, 1977, 1997;
Ladson-Billings, 1992, 1995a, 2006). Building upon key works of Gay (1997),
Ladson-Billings (1992, 1995a, 2006), and Lindsey, Robins, and Terrell (2003),
this article develops a conceptual framework for accommodating the roadblock
we see in the mirror—ourselves. It begins by exploring relevant literature leading
to a detailed definition and common practical examples of the cultural inability
of me (CIM), then provides three strategies for educators to use on their journey
to accommodate for the cultural inability that prevents them from fully engaging
with students and families from diverse cultures in educational excellence.

Review of Literature
Without question, when the majority of students in public schools are students
of color and only 18 percent of our teachers are teachers of color, we have an
urgent need to act.
—Education Secretary John B. King, Jr.

Demographic Trends
In 2016, the United States Department of Education (USDE) published The
State of Racial Diversity in the Educator Workforce. This USDE report outlined
the state of public schools in the United States in relation to racial diversity and
serves as a foundation for developing a framework for accommodating for the
cultural inability of me in education. The report begins by establishing that, “diversity is inherently valuable,” and “recognizing that teachers and leaders of color
will play a critical role in ensuring equity in our education system,” while highlighting that, “diversity in schools, including racial diversity among teachers, can
provide significant benefits to students” (p. 1). Further, the USDE report noted
that 82% of public school teachers identify as White—a slight decline from 2000
when 84% identified as White.
While the trend of racial mismatch (McGrady & Reynolds, 2013) persists
in P-12 teachers and students, it is also representative of P-12 principals and students: “in the 2011-12 school year, only 20 percent of public school principals
were individuals of color” (USDE, 2016). Further, only 6 percent of public school
superintendents in 2011 were individuals of color, which suggests that the higher
the position within a school district, the less likely that the position will be held
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by a person of color (Kowalski, McCord, Peterson, Young, & Ellerson, 2011). The
prognosis of racial mismatch is not positive. USDE (2016) suggests that by 2024
students of color will make up 56% of the public school population yet the teacher
workforce will remain predominantly White. This level of homogeneous teacher
and leader workforce provides challenges to the levels and quality of standards,
advocacy, and relationship building developed between educators and diverse
populations of students (Villegas & Irvine, 2010).
Racial Mismatch
Racial mismatch (McGrady & Reynolds, 2013; Morton et al., 2017; Skiba,
Horner, Chung, Rausch, May & Tobin, 2011; Renzulli, Parrott, & Beattie, 2011;
Warren, 2015) describes the phenomenon of educators working in environments
in which their race or ethnicity is inconsistent from the pupils they teach. This phenomenon is pervasive in American society and has been directly correlated with a
vast number of negative impacts on students of color across the globe. The scholars
referenced in this section have addressed racial mismatch as an issue rooted in a
dichotomy between students of color and White educators. There is immense value
in examining the interactions of White teachers with non-White students, as over
82% of public educators identify as White whereas students of color makeup 49%
of the students in public education (USDE, 2016). However, there is also value in
exploring the interactions of all teachers and their workings with students who are
culturally/racially/ethnically inconsistent from them. Doing so furthers the understanding that racial “mismatch effects vary across types of mismatch” (McGrady &
Reynolds, 2013, p. 14) including but not limited to cultural, socio-economic, ethnic,
and religious mismatch. Likewise, the cultural inability of me affects all teachers
who interact with students through racial mismatch. Furthermore, providing tools
for all teachers to minimize the negative impacts that racial mismatch has on students expands their singular view to a more pluralistic, equity-based view.
Academic implications. One of the more examined effects of racial mismatch
is lowered expectation of success for students of color from White educators (Gershenson, Holt, & Papageorge, 2016; McGrady & Reynolds, 2013) when compared
to the expectations of success for White students from White educators.  This type
of lowered expectation often results in students of color being taught to a modified
standard thus performing to the lower standard. These students are, in turn, given
fewer opportunities to learn new material, fewer opportunities to answer stimulating
questions, less response time, less praise, and less informative feedback. Naturally,
the reduction in opportunity for learning leads to less acquisition of new knowledge
for students of color, keeping them at a lower learning level.
Gershenson, Hart, Lindsay, and Papageorge (2017), viewing racial mismatch
as a contributor to academic achievement gaps between students of color and their
White counterparts, set out to determine if same-race teacher/student interactions
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provided any long-run impacts on student achievement. They found that, “Black
students who are as good as randomly assigned to a Black teacher at least once in
the third, fourth, or fifth grades are more likely to aspire to college and less likely
to dropout of high school,” (Gershenson et al., 2017, p. 2) cutting dropout rates
by 39%. These findings support previous short-range studies touting the benefits
of same-race teacher/student pairings including increased scores on standardized
tests (Dee, 2004), and increased attendance and decreased suspensions (Holt &
Gershenson, 2015).
Behavioral implications. Racial mismatch also impacts the response educators
have toward student behaviors. In some cases, students of color are penalized more
harshly or more frequently than their White counterparts for similar violations (McFadden, Marsh, Prince, & Hwang, 1992; Shaw & Braden, 1990; Skiba et al., 2011)
while other students are simply rated lower on behavior than their White counterparts
(Downey & Pribesh, 2004). Providing harsher disciplinary action to students of color directly impacts academic instruction as well, in part due to reduced classroom
instructional time (Drakeford, 2004). The disproportionality of disciplinary actions
(e.g., suspensions and removal from the classroom) has been heavily studied as part
of the research on the school-prison pipeline, which has been found to affect students
of color in their academic, behavioral, and social/emotional growth.
Seeking to Understand Cultural Differences
It is common in settings of racial mismatch that issues of cultural competence
develop into barriers to student successes and teacher triumph (Milner, 2007). To
seek to understand an unfamiliar culture is to operate on a continuum of cultural
competency with cultural destructiveness on one end and cultural proficiency at
the other (Lindsey, Robins, & Terrell, 2003). As an individual seeks to understand
an unfamiliar culture, they must employ cultural considerations in order to structure exchanges between individuals from dissimilar cultures who seek to have
positive dealings with each other. For pedagogues teaching in settings of racial
mismatch, working towards  cultural competence and cultural proficiency is essential in realizing success for all involved stakeholders (Sy & Jackson, 2018).
In contrast, becoming culturally competent and attaining cultural proficiency are
processes (Benishek, Bieschke, Park, & Slattery, 2004) that are impossible to
actualize for every segment of cultural diversity. However, simply engaging in
reflective practices and dialogue (Milner, 2007) about interactions situated on the
continuum are meaningful beginnings to working in settings of racial mismatch.
Jerome Hanley (1999) defined cultural competence as, “the ability to work effectively across cultures in a way that acknowledges and respects the culture of
the person or organization being served” (p.1). Understanding, promoting, and
attaining cultural competence towards proficiency reinforces an educator’s ability
to be successful in the classroom (Sy & Jackson, 2018).
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Building one’s cultural competence towards proficiency is most commonly
sought after by educators who belong to dominant groups that teach in classroom
settings with large populations of underrepresented peoples (Landa, 2011). Cultural competence is measured on a continuum (Cross, Bazron, Dennis, & Isaacs,
1989; Goode & Harrison, 2004; Lindsey, Robins, & Terrell, 2003). Hanley (1999)
established a five-stage model for the continuum including: destructiveness, incapacity, blindness, pre-competence, and competence. Lindsey, Roberts, and Campbell-Jones (2013) later added a sixth stage (cultural proficiency) to the continuum
in relation to pedagogues. The six stages each represent a milestone towards the
goal of reaching cultural proficiency. The stages within the continuum are characterized by achieving certain levels of aptitude.
The Cultural Proficiency Continuum provides a frame of reference for all
educators to use to evaluate their actions toward and interactions with others. This
reflective evaluation along with continuous discussion and open conversations
assists in determining one’s hidden beliefs, thereby providing a tool to interrogate one’s implicit bias. While this continuum appears linear, educators may find
themselves in multiple categories simultaneously. Additionally, educators may
move through any sequence of the continuum including skipping components on
the way up or down the continuum. While the continuum is a more dated idea, it
is a low-level access point to begin the process of interrogating the congruence of
one’s actions and beliefs.
Implicit Bias
The conscious mind receives information as input, analyzes the information,
and through personal interpretation and individual experience it makes a judgement (Staats, 2016). As individuals, we develop innate preferences that guide our
decision-making and influence our biases. Thoughts and preferences that individuals make with their unconscious mind are considered to be implicit thoughts.
These thoughts are activated and engaged without the individual’s active awareness and are influenced through personal experiences and established preferences
(Kang & Lane, 2010). Implicit bias is an unconscious discriminatory preference
commonly associated with the assigning of negative stereotypes or typecasting
of individuals based on factors including: race, religion, gender, socioeconomic
status, and other descriptors (Riegle-Crumb & Humphries, 2012).
In an educational setting, implicit bias is commonly seen through teachers
entering learning spaces with preconceived unconscious beliefs regarding the educational ability of their students (Staats, 2016). These educators believe that the
student is deficient in ability to learn and attribute the inability to the student’s
race, religion, gender, socioeconomic status, etc. (Jackson et al., 2017).  Teachers who may have little to no experience working in settings of racial mismatch
unconsciously allow for stereotypes about their student populations to lead their
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understanding and comprehension of their abilities or inabilities (Milner, 2007).
In racial contexts, implicit bias from teachers has the potential to lead to the
over-disciplining of students of color because of an innate belief that these students are guilty until proven innocent. The implications of teachers’ implicit bias
results in students of color receiving suspensions two to three times more often
than their White counterparts and even more commonly in schools with higher
percentages of students of color (Drakeford, 2004). Further, students of color are
more frequently subjected to harsher disciplinary measures, such as corporal punishment or zero tolerance policies, even when less harsh measures are available
and offered to their White peers (Drakeford, 2004). Implicit bias among teachers
and administrators handling the disciplinary actions for students of color often
results in a Black student getting suspended for “appearing threatening” or “disrespect,” (Drakeford, 2004) whereas a White student may receive a suspension for
more serious offenses often involving drugs or weapons. The social and academic
implications of over-disciplining students of color speak for themselves: reduced
time in the classroom means missed instructional opportunities and potentially
lower academic achievement, while increased time out of school means increased
opportunities for social stigmatization due to disciplinary measures.  
What is the Cultural Inability of Me?
Teaching is a challenging profession that consistently requires its members to
deny themselves and make intentional efforts to pursue equity in opportunity and
success for all students. We expect teachers to willingly challenge ALL children
and to do what is best academically for the students instead of doing what is
easier for the teacher.
—Morton (2016)

Morton et al. (2017) first introduced the cultural inability of me (CIM), as the
cultural disability of whiteness. They describe the cultural disability of whiteness
this way:
Despite good intentions, White female teachers’ lack of prolonged interactions with
people of color often causes them to develop misinformed cultural perspectives
of racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse students. The cultural disability of
whiteness hinders the ability of White female teachers to engage non-White students
and families in educational excellence. We believe good intentions carried out with
misinformed cultural perspectives are a cultural disability of whiteness. (p. 8)

Concurrent with the cultural disability of whiteness, the cultural inability of me (CIM)
describes the inability of teachers and other educators to engage students and families
with different cultural experiences and values in educational excellence (Morton et al.,
2017). By contrast, CIM is the diagnosis of any educator or person that works in an
environment of racial mismatch (McGrady & Reynolds, 2013) or with pupils that are
inconsistent from them in any of the many dimensions of human identity.
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The CIM is a phenomenon that arguably impacts all educators and their interactions with students. Like implicit bias (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Greenwald,
McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998), CIM is rooted in the stereotypes, attitudes, and
self-esteem of educators. These roots have been growing in the educator, below
the surface, since conception and birth. They have been, and are being nurtured
by their family’s culture, values, socio-economic status, religion, experiences,
abilities, social connectedness, ethnicity, race, national origin, sexual orientation,
language, etc. Consider a plant growing in nature: the roots begin growing downward from the seedling, seeking nutrients from the surrounding soil. As it secures
itself in the soil, the seedling’s shoot begins to reach up out of the soil toward
the sun. Once above the surface the plant begins to interact with the surrounding
environment, and begins making its own food, all the while being assured that its
spreading root structure will keep it secure and stable. In this example, the educator is the seed. The soil is the cultural foundation in which the educator plants
roots and adheres to for nourishment, strength, and stability. The educator, like the
seed, has no say about the type of soil in which it is planted. However, both are directly influenced by the composition of their foundational soil. The plant does not
directly recognize the composition of the soil in which it grows. Yet, the quality
of the fruit produced by the plant is a direct result of the nutrients it extracts from
the soil. Likewise, an educator’s fruit is a direct result of their cultural foundation.
While CIM is tenaciously linked to implicit bias, there is contradictory scholarship that purports that unconscious prejudice has little impact on conscious
behavior (French, 2017). Based on the results of the Implicit Association Test
administered over several studies, this contradictory scholarship suggests that despite the evidence that people are more likely to relate “bad” words or images
with people of color, there is little evidence that connects this implicit bias to
observable, measurable behavior (French, 2017). One premise for this argument
centers on the human tendency to explain away undesirable behaviors, despite
the invisible nature of the unconscious mind. Coupled with centuries of outward,
explicit racially discriminatory behaviors, this school of thought remains fueled
by the lack of evidence that the unconscious mind controls conscious behaviors
(French, 2017). Despite this body of scholarship, there is little room for prejudicial behavior in classrooms with the next generation at stake.

Exploring the Cultural Inability of Me
Culture-Created Inability
The culture-created inability of me regularly manifests as mental or cognitive, limiting a person’s ability to engage authentically with persons with varying
degrees of cultural difference. Authenticity, in this context, is more in tune with
the synonym faithful, calling to its roots in loyalty, whereas, loyalty to a person’s
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culture, their egocentrism and ethnocentrism, creates a roadblock to interacting
with persons outside the culture. These roadblocks, expressed as prejudice and
bias, are present throughout the population, and are the roots of the culture-created inability. The culture-created inability therefore, is as plenteous and pervasive
as there are cultures. CIM seldom manifests in ways that limit physical activity;
instead, it impacts speaking, learning, reading, concentrating, thinking, and communicating—all aspects of effective social interactions, and thus effective teaching. If one’s ability to interact with others socially is impaired due to bias in thinking and communicating, one’s ability to teach will also be impaired, as teaching
requires constant social interaction.
CIM in the Classroom
A large majority of preservice and current teachers are taught the basics of
curriculum, assessments, and content-related material, with relatively little emphasis on behavior management, classroom culture, and relationship building
(Freeman, Simonsen, Briere & MacSuga-Gage, 2014). Without formal training
on these procedures, CIM can more easily become a substantial problem in a
classroom where racial mismatch exists, often unintentionally it manifests itself
both implicitly and explicitly.
Implicit manifestations. Implicitly, CIM becomes problematic in the way
of classroom climate, evidenced by simple acts such as smiling, nodding, making
eye contact, and maintaining physical proximity to students. In some cultures,
children are taught not to look into the eyes of adults, whereas other cultures find
it disrespectful to avoid eye contact. CIM is seen when teachers—using their own
cultural experience—mandate students to acquiesce to requests for or against eye
contact that is inconsistent with the cultural understanding of the child. These
small, everyday actions are extremely telling of classroom relationships between
the teacher and students, teacher and families, and the classroom and larger school
community. Another implicit manifestation can be seen in teacher output, ranging
from teacher speech, including feedback, praise, and criticism, to responsiveness
expectations (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). Additionally, teachers often give more
feedback, give more varied feedback, and encourage greater responsiveness to
students from whom they expect more (Jackson et al., 2017).
Explicit manifestations. Teacher engagement strategies can expose CIM in
more explicit ways, such as student instructional grouping based on teacher expectations and beliefs (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010),
curriculum-related tasks and materials (Lyons-Moore, 2014), and student motivation and engagement strategies (Ladson-Billings, 1995a; Lyons-Moore, 2014).  
An example of an explicit manifestation can be seen in a teacher’s interactions
with students identified as English Language Learners. In this instance, the teach-
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er situates the students’ limited exposure to English as a cognitive deficit and assigns the students to lower ability groups. CIM is especially problematic, because
its impacts directly affect student outcomes, whether or not the teacher is aware of
their biases or differences in student treatment (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007).

Accommodating the Cultural Inability of Me
An Example of the Cultural Inability of Me
Imagine a second-year teacher who recently relocated from a major metropolitan Northern California city to Louisiana. With one year of experience and
a degree in early childhood education, she comes from an upper-middle class,
White, non-denominational family and attended private schools for elementary,
middle, and high school. She is assigned to a kindergarten class in a rural school,
where 99% of students identify as Black and qualify for free/reduced lunch.
With advice from her peers to spend the first few weeks building classroom
culture and focusing on behavior management, she sets out to build relationships
with her students and families by conducting home visits for each child. Despite
her good intentions to get to know her students, a few families commented on her
affect as a well-dressed, middle-class White woman. While the racial mismatch
was obvious, the teacher chose to acknowledge the truth in the families’ statements but also to focus on their partnership and shared goal of student progress.
During the first semester, the California native became familiar with rural Louisiana vernacular, continued to focus on family relationships by making positive
phone calls home, and used data and artifacts to demonstrate student progress.
In a situation of such cultural and racial differences, this teacher could have had
a different experience. However, her dedication to family relationships and open
communication allowed her second year of teaching to result in 100% of her students ending the year on grade level.
Now, imagine this same teacher is a fourth-year teacher who has just made
an international move from Louisiana to a large Middle Eastern city. With a recently completed Master’s degree in special education, she is placed in a classroom working with preschool students with autism, where 100% of the students
are of Arab descent and Muslim heritage. Despite the teacher’s experience in
settings of racial mismatch, the mismatch here extends beyond ethnicity to include
culture and religion.
In an effort to remain proactive, the teacher used several resources, including reaching out to friends who lived in the city, to learn more about the culture.
She arrived a couple of weeks prior to her start date in order to become better
acquainted with culturally appropriate procedures and routines. Intentionally
learning about the new culture she paid close attention to the mandatory school
trainings for new staff. By learning information in an objective manner, the teach-
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er closed herself off from the influence of others, including the media, and ill-informed individuals back home. These intentional accommodations allowed the
teacher to begin to build relationships with students and families in a culturally
appropriate manner, which ultimately set her up for success and a positive, progress-filled year.
Consider this example of the cultural inability of me in action. While the example chronicles the experience of an upper-middle class White woman, changing
the socioeconomic or ethnic/racial demographic of the teacher does not negate the
necessity for accommodating for the cultural inability of me. Plainly stated, the
cultural inability of me directly impacts the ability of all educators, when interacting with students with differing areas of diversity, to meet the needs of students at
the highest levels of excellence. As seen in the vignette above, if actions had not
been taken to accommodate for CIM, the potential of student development and
success could have been depressed (Emdin, 2016; Gay, 1997; Ladson-Billings,
2002, 2009; Milner, 2007). The lasting result can be seen through an evaluation of
educational outcomes of the 20th century. Since the Brown v. Board of Education
Supreme Court decision in 1954, the United States has spent multiple billions
of dollars to support educational ideals. During the 1950’s and 1960’s, legislation was drafted and passed that mandated education for diverse populations of
students through public education. For President Lyndon B. Johnson, improving
educational opportunities would directly support his war on poverty, leading to
the passage of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965
(Lessow-Hurley, 1990).  From this legislation, reauthorizations every five years,
and others (e.g., Bilingual Education Act—1968, IDEA—1990, 2004; NCLB—
2000, Race to the Top—2010), the federal government has worked to provide
equitable educational opportunities for all students. However, very little change
in educational outcomes for diverse populations of students has resulted from the
provisions of these multi-billion dollar legislations (Fasching-Varner & Mitchell,
2013; Ladson-Billings, 2006). For example, the National Assessment of Educational Progress results from 2007-2017 show that students of color consistently
score significantly less than their White counterparts, 26 points in fourth-grade
reading, 24 points in eighth-grade reading, 22 points in fourth-grade math, and 27
points in eighth-grade math (Education Commission of the States, 2017).  
The following framework for accommodating the cultural inability of me
responds to the need for teachers across the globe to flourish when teaching in
diverse environments. These theoretical and practical accommodations focus on
addressing the conscious and unconscious beliefs of educators and providing educators with tools to continue the process of developing themselves to be more
culturally aware and culturally proficient. The framework is arranged through application of these three ideas: Evaluation & Critique of Personal Beliefs; Active
Journey Toward Personal Development; and Culturally Relevant Pedagogy

Morton, Jackson, & Jackson

123

Evaluation & Critique of Personal Beliefs
Exploring, evaluating, and critiquing one’s personal beliefs is an uncomfortable challenge. Discomfort often comes in the form of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957; Gorski, 2009; Zapeda, 2006), a byproduct of the contradiction of a
person’s belief system by evidence that conflicts with established systems of truth.  
Experiencing cognitive dissonance causes a disquietedness that prompts one of
two responses: discredit the evidence in favor of established beliefs or accept the
evidence and work to adjust beliefs to more closely align with evidence. Therefore, problematizing one’s belief system poses the immense challenge of doing
so at the risks of discrediting family, culture, and way of life. The Johari Window
(Beach, 1982; Luft & Ingram, 1961) can be used to illuminate the complexity of
the challenges to be overcome when interrogating one’s belief system. The Johari
window (see Figure 1) is arranged in four quadrants of knowledge about the self.  
The top half of the window represents ideas that are visible to the public. Quadrant one, blind self, identifies things that are blind to the self yet known by others
while quadrant two, public self, hosts ideas and beliefs known by the self and
others. Ideas housed in the public self are crafted in such a way as to represent the
person just as others see them. Simply stated, a teacher wears a red shirt and students recognize the teacher as wearing a red shirt. By contrast, with the blind self,
the teacher thinks that students see his/her red shirt as clean and pressed, but the
students see the shirt as pink and wrinkled. The bottom half of the Johari window
represents ideas that are not visible to the public. The self is aware of and intentionally masks thoughts and ideas in quadrant three whereas; quadrant 4 is hidden
Figure 1

The Johari Window
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from the self and others. The unconscious thoughts of the self reside in quadrant
four (Beach, 1982; Luft & Ingram, 1961). Following the simple, red shirt, example, the private self would be represented by a teacher wearing a red shirt and his/
her students seeing the red shirt, however the students are not aware that the red
shirt was a gift from the teacher’s parents. The teacher’s unknown beliefs and
ideas about the red shirt are housed in the unknown self. Educators seeking to
accommodate for the cultural inability of me would benefit greatly from activities
and experiences outside their own cultural sphere of influence. These experiences
alone are not enough to interrogate the unknown self. However, coupled with intentional self-reflection and thoughtful discussion (Hatton & Smith, 1995), these
experiences can begin to scratch the surface of pulling items from the unknown
self to the private self, and beyond.
Lindsey, Robbins, and Terrell (2003) provide a wealth of activities and guidelines for experiences that assist teachers facilitating processes to interrogate their
unknown self. Two activities in particular can be used as a catalyst to begin such
self-exploration: The Cultural Proficiency Continuum and My Culture. The Cultural Proficiency Continuum, adopted and adapted by Love, Stiles, Mundry, and
DiRanna (2008), provides a definition for six components of the cultural proficiency continuum and uses those components to situate the actions of educators
from culturally destructive to culturally proficient. Cultural proficiency is “an approach to responding to the issues that emerge in a diverse environment” (Lindsey, Robbins, & Terrell, 2003, p. xvi). It is further described as “a way of being
that enables both individuals and organizations to respond effectively to people
who differ from them.”  (Lindsey, Robbins, & Terrell, 2003, p. 5). Cultural proficiency is a journey, not a destination. As noted earlier, this journey is not always
linear, as components may be may be displayed both concurrently and individually depending on the experiences of the individual.
The second activity developed by Lindsey, Robbins, and Terrell (2003), My
Culture, requires participants to grapple with their name and cultural identity. It
then asks two basic questions: How do I see or experience this aspect of my culture and how I believe others see or experience this aspect of my culture. Through
these two questions participants are challenged to situate their cultural identity
within themselves and the surrounding community. As discussed earlier, simply
completing these activities alone is not enough to facilitate changes in behavior.
However, offering skillfully crafted professional developments integrating these
activities has shown some movement in the positive direction of teacher attitudes
(Morton, Unpublished Results). These professional developments should be followed up with multiple opportunities for participants to reflect on their behaviors
as it relates to the cultural proficiency continuum and their own culture. Continuous reflection is key to grappling with one’s belief system (Beach, 1982; Hatton
& Smith, 1995; Luft & Ingram, 1961) and transitioning items from the unknown
self to the private self and beyond.
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Active Journey Toward Personal Development
After teachers who experience racial mismatch acknowledge their implicit
bias, it is imperative that they continue personal development in order to accommodate for their own cultural inability. Teachers also must remain cognizant that
these steps address every stakeholder within education, beginning with students
in the classroom and moving outward to the community as a whole. The journey
toward accommodating the cultural inability requires action at each of these levels, ranging from relationship building to culturally responsive decision-making.
In the classroom. Regardless of a teacher’s cultural identity or those of his/
her students, there are intentional measures all teachers should take in order to ensure and maintain high expectations for all students. Teachers should be mindful
of response opportunities, by providing an equitable number of opportunities to
respond, individual help, adequate wait time, and probing higher-level questions.  
Teachers should also provide specific feedback that affirms or corrects responses,
praises student performance and effort, provides a reason for the earned praise,
and listens attentively to student efforts (Drakeford, 2004). Similarly, teachers
should pay close attention to student voice, by providing opportunities to participate in decision-making, making room for student input and interests in content,
and offering choices of how to demonstrate learning (Morrison, 2008). Internally,
teachers must maintain a growth mindset of their students’ potential, which translates to teachers believing that any student can, and will, learn and grow regardless of where they started, rather than maintaining a fixed mindset (Hochanadel
& Finamore, 2015) that smart children are smart always (and less intelligent children will remain less intelligent). Perhaps the most important proactive measure
teachers must take is building and maintaining positive, personal relationships
with students and families (Ladson-Billings, 1992, 1995a). Positive relationships
based on trust, mutual understanding, and respect, and shared goals are absolutely
crucial in student learning and classroom culture, and will also help to minimize
the impact of issues related to CIM.
In the school. To continue the journey toward personal development in order to reduce the impact of cultural inability on students, teachers must extend
their practices to the greater school community. Principals should maximize professional development opportunities and incorporate diversity training, perhaps
by way of training on culturally relevant teaching or the above recommended
classroom practices. Professional development can also provide teachers with the
opportunity to learn more about their teaching community, the demographics of
their students, and their students’ culture. Professional development should also
include data analysis of disaggregated student data based on demographics, as
teachers may be alarmed to see the academic implications of the cultural inability
and racial mismatch (Love, Stiles, Mundry & DiRanna, 2008). Guest speakers can
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also be beneficial in providing supplemental instruction on culture from a more
personal perspective, as well as providing narratives of teachers who have made
gains in accommodating for the cultural inability of me. Hosting school-wide
book studies of texts written by diverse authors and containing content that discusses diverse contexts can also help teachers to better understand the narratives
of people unlike themselves, and the impact of underrepresentation of diversity in
literature on their students. Teachers’ work does not end in the classroom alone;
therefore it is important that their work toward educational and racial equity extend to the entire school and the surrounding community.
In the community. As the journey toward personal development progresses,
teachers need to recognize their place within the broader community and recognize the community as a source of support and collaboration (Ladson-Billings,
2009). Members of the community constitute the members of the families that
teachers serve, therefore building and maintaining mutually beneficial relationships with community members is a crucial step in personal development. Teachers cannot build relationships based solely on what they provide for parents; they
must engage in a relationship that realizes what parents have to offer them in
terms of cultural learning. A key component in building and maintaining these
positive relationships is valuing the experience and knowledge that the community has to offer (Ladson-Billings, 2009), which requires teachers to truly maintain
an open mind when venturing out into the community. Community members, a
frequently untapped resource, offer a rich history of the area’s culture and history, which can provide unique insight into students’ personalities and challenges
outside of the classroom. Members of the community may also serve as experts
in different non-degreed and/or certification fields, which can provide unique insight into the complexity and abilities of the adults surrounding the students in the
neighborhoods. These individuals are abundant with social capital (Delpit, 2006)
and can help teachers gain an inside view into the community, as they engage in
the personal journey to reduce the impact of implicit bias and accommodate for
the cultural inability of me.
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) (Esposito & Swain, 2009; Helmer,
2010; Ladson-Billings, 1992, 1995a, 1995b, 2009; Scherff & Spector, 2010) can
be applied as best practice when seeking to meet the educational needs of culturally diverse student populations. Ladson-Billings (1995a) describes CRP as a guide
to the collective empowerment, not the individual empowerment, of students
(1995a, 1992), and situates it within three basic propositions: “(a) Students must
experience academic success; (b) students must develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and (c) students must develop a critical consciousness through
which they challenge the status quo of the current social order” (Ladson-Billings,
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1995a, p. 160). Working within this framework, teachers are to be able to encourage students to interact with their surrounding culture in a meaningful and lasting
way. Students are also afforded the right and provided the opportunity “to grapple
with learning challenges from the point of strength and relevance found in their
own cultural frames of reference” (Gay, 2002, p. 114). The possibilities of CRP
utilization are boundless to encourage culturally diverse populations of students
to develop critical stances that interrogate and antagonize social inequities (Esposito & Swain, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1992; Helmer, 2010; Scherff &
Spector, 2010).
The three broad propositions about the actions of culturally relevant teachers
occur concurrently in practice: the conceptions of self and others, the manner in
which social relations are structured, and their conceptions of knowledge (Ladson-Billings, 1992, 1995a, 1995b, 2009), therefore application of CRP impacts
both students and teachers. While criticism that CRP is a tool that can be applied
methodologically to produce excellent teachers is unfounded, it does represent
a “range or continuum of teaching behaviors” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 478)
that teachers can work toward as they seek to become more effective with their
students. It is “designed to problematize teaching and encourage teachers to ask
about the nature of the student-teacher relationship, the curriculum schooling, and
society” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 483). Answering these questions on a continual basis is a necessity when accommodating for the cultural inability of me,
as they provide a pathway for evaluating the influences of attitudes, values, and
behaviors that teachers bring to the instructional process.
Accommodating the cultural inability of me is not an easy or comfortable
task. From cognitive dissonance caused by interrogating one’s personal beliefs
through the voluminous time applied toward the journey to personal development
to the complexities of meaningfully implementing culturally relevant pedagogies on a consistent basis, the challenges persist. Yet, the proposed benefits are
boundless for teachers and students. For teachers, these benefits include increased
knowledge of the self, acceptance of the complexities of diversity, and increased
consistency in application of high standards for all students. These proposed
teacher benefits directly influence student outcomes by allowing students to engage activities that are more culturally relevant in environments that intentionally
minimize distractions caused by racial mismatch.

Implications and Conclusions
The cultural inability of me is a culture-created inability that primarily manifests as mental or cognitive limitations to a person’s ability to engage authentically with persons with varying degrees of cultural difference. CIM does not have a
panacea.  Instead, the authors offer accommodations to potentially lessen the impacts of implicit bias and racial mismatch on students by prompting educators to
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focus on addressing their conscious and unconscious beliefs and providing them
with tools to continue the process of developing themselves to be more culturally
aware and culturally proficient. Accommodating the cultural inability of me begins with an evaluation and critique of personal beliefs and continues through an
active journey toward personal development that leads to the ability to meaningfully teach through a culturally relevant pedagogy.
The development of a framework for accommodating the cultural inability of
me supposes that educators identify that they are one of the key obstacles impeding their students’ academic success. This theorization implies that all teachers
are impacted by their own cultural inability, thus all students are affected. While
Morton et al. (2017) implied that CIM was a concern solely affecting White middle class women teachers, it is evident that CIM impacts all teachers regardless
of race, ethnicity, or cultural history simply because of the diversity within each
race, ethnicity, and culture. The number of differences between students and their
teachers further complicates the ability to overcome CIM forcing the necessity
to make accommodations to lessen its impact on students. Lessening the impact
of CIM on students should be a primary goal of teachers and school leaders. All
too often, microaggressions resulting from bias and intolerance toward diversity
cause teachers and leaders to act in ways that do not provide multiple opportunities for students to experience success continually.

References
Beach, E. K. (1982).  Johari’s window as a framework for needs assessment. The Journal
of Continuing Education in Nursing, 13(3), 28-32.
Benishek, L. A., Bieschke, K. J., Park, J., & Slattery, S.M. (2004). A multicultural feminist
model of mentoring. Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Development, 32, 428-442.
Cross, T., Bazron, B., Dennis, K., & Isaacs, M.  (1989). Towards a Culturally Competent
System of Care, Volume 1. CASSP Technical Assistance Center, Center for Child Health
and Mental Health Policy, Georgetown University Child Development Center.
Dee, T. S. (2004).  Teachers, race, and student achievement in a randomized experiment.  
Review of Economics and Statistics, 86(1), 195-210.
Delpit, L. D. (2006).  Other people’s children: Cultural conflict in the classroom [Kindle
version]. New York, NY: The New Press.
Downey, D. B., & Pribesh, S. (2004).  When race matters: Teachers’ evaluations of students’
classroom behavior. Sociology of Education, 77(4), 267-282.
Drakeford, W. (2004). Racial disproportionality in school disciplinary practices. Denver,
CO: National Center for Culturally Responsive Educational Systems.
Education Commission of the States. (2017). The nation’s report card. Retrieved October
22, 2018 from https://www.nationsreportcard.gov.
Emdin, C. (2016).  For White folks who teach in the hood... and the rest of y’all too: Reality
pedagogy and urban education. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.
Esposito, J. & Swain, A. (2009). Pathways to social justice: Urban teachers’ uses of culturally
relevant pedagogy as a conduit for teaching social justice. Perspectives on Urban

Morton, Jackson, & Jackson

129

Education, 38-48.
Fasching-Varner, K. J., & Mitchell, R. W. (2013). Capturing the moment to debunk the
crisis. Journal of Curriculum and Pedagogy, 10(2), 124-127.
Fasching-Varner, K. J., Mitchell, R. W., Martin, L. L., & Bennett-Haron, K. P. (2014).
Beyond school-to-prison pipeline and toward an educational and penal realism. Equity
& Excellence in Education, 47(4), 410-429.
Festinger, L. (1957).  A theory of cognitive dissonance. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University
Press.
Freeman, J., Simonsen, B., Briere, D. E., & MacSuga-Gage, A. (2014). Pre-service teacher
training in classroom management: A review of state accreditation policy and teacher
preparation programs. Teacher Education and Special Education, 37(2), 106-120.
French, D. (2017, January 10).  Implicit bias gets an explicit debunking. National Review.
Retrieved from https://www.nationalreview.com.
Gay, G. (1977).  Curriculum for multicultural teacher education. In F.H. Klassen & D. M.
Gollnick (Eds.), Pluralism, and the American teacher: Issues and case studies (pp.
31-62). Washington, DC: American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education,
Ethnic Heritage Center for Teacher Education.
Gay, G. (1997).  Multicultural infusion in teacher education: Foundations and applications.
Peabody Journal of Education, 72(1), 150-177
Gay, G. (2002). Preparing for culturally responsive teaching. Journal of Teacher Education,
53, 106-116.
Gershenson, S., Hart, C. M. D., Lindsay, C. A., & Papageorge, N. W. (2017).  The long-run
impacts of same-race teachers. IZA Institute of Labor Economics. IZA DP No. 10630
Gershenson, S., Holt, S. B., & Papageorge, N. W. (2016).  Who believes in me?  The effect
of student-teacher demographic match on teacher expectations. Economics of Education
Review, 52, 209-224.
Goode, T. D., & Harrison, S. (2004).  Cultural competence continuum. National Center for
Cultural Competence. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Center for Child and
Human Development.
Gorski, P. C. (2009). Cognitive dissonance as a strategy in social justice teaching. Multicultural
Education, 17(1), 54-57.
Greenwald, A. G., & Banaji, M. R. (1995).  Implicit social cognition: Attitudes, self-esteem,
and stereotypes. Psychological Review, 102(1), 4-47.
Greenwald, A. G., McGhee, D. E., & Schwartz, J. L. K. (1998). Measuring individual
differences in implicit cognition: The implicit association test.  Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 74, 1464–1480.
Hanley, J. H. (1999).  Beyond the tip of the iceberg: Five stages toward cultural competence.  
Reaching Today’s Youth. 3(2) 9-12.
Hatton, N. & Smith, D. (1995). Reflection in teacher education: Towards definition and
implementation. Teaching & Teacher Education. 11(1), 33-49.
Helmer, K. (2010). “’Proper’ Spanish is a waste of time”: Mexican-origin student resistance
to learning Spanish as a heritage language.  In L. Scherff & K. Spector (Eds.), Culturally
relevant pedagogy: Clashes and confrontations, (pp. 135-163). Lanham, MD: Rowman
& Littlefield Education.
Hochanadel, A. & Finamore, D. (2015). Fixed and growth mindset in education and how
grit helps student persist in the face of adversity. Journal of International Education

130

The Cultural Inability of Me

Research 11(1), 47-50.
Holt, S. B., & Gershenson, S. (2015). The impact of teacher demographic representation on
student attendance and suspensions. IZA Discussion Paper No. 9554.
Jackson, K., Gibbons, L., & Sharpe, C. J. (2017). Teachers’ views of students’ mathematical
capabilities: Challenges and possibilities for ambitious reform. Teachers College
Record ,119(7), 1-43.
Kang, J., & Lane, K. (2010). Seeing through colorblindness: Implicit bias and the law.
UCLA L. Rev., 58, 465.
Kowalski, T., McCord, R., Peterson, G., Young, P., & Ellerson, N. (2011). The American
superintendent: 2010 decennial study. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.
Ladson-Billings, G. (1992). Culturally relevant teaching: The key to making multicultural
education work. In C. Grant (Ed.), Research and multicultural education: From the
margins to the mainstream (pp. 106-121). New York, NY: Taylor Francis
Ladson-Billings, G. (1995a). But that’s just good teaching!  The case for culturally relevant
pedagogy. Theory Into Practice, 34(3), 159-165.
Ladson-Billings, G. (1995b). Toward a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy. American
Educational Research Journal, 32(3), 465-491.
Ladson-Billings, G. (2002).  I ain’t writin’ nuttin’: Permissions to fail and demands to succeed
in urban classrooms. In L. Delpit, J.K. Dowdy (Eds.), The skin that we speak: Thoughts
on language and culture in the classroom (pp. 107-120). New York, NY: New Press.
Ladson-Billings, G. (2006).  From the achievement gap to the education debt: Understanding
achievement in U.S. schools. Educational Researcher, 35(7), 3-12.
Ladson-Billings, G. (2009).  The dreamkeepers: Successful teachers of African-American
children. (2nd ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Landa, C. (2011). Cultural proficiency in education: A review of the literature focused on
teachers, school leaders, and schools. Gastón Institute Publications, 143(1), 1-54.
Lessow-Hurley, J. (1990). The foundations of dual language instruction (Vol. 90). New
York, NY: Longman.
Lindsey, R. B., Roberts, L. M., & Campbell-Jones, F. (2013). The culturally proficient
school: An implementation guide for school leaders (Second Edition). Thousand Oaks,
CA: Corwin Press.
Lindsey, R. B., Robins, K. N., & Terrell, R. D. (2003). Cultural proficiency: A manual for
school leaders (Second Edition). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.
Love, N., Stiles, K., Mundry, S., and DiRanna, K. (2008). The data coach’s guide to
improving learning for all students: The power of collective inquiry. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Corwin Press.
Luft, J., & Ingham, H. (1961). The Johari Window: A graphic model of awareness in
interpersonal relations. Human Relations Training News, 5(9), 6-7.
Lyons-Moore, A. K. (2014). The intersections of culturally responsive pedagogy and authentic
teacher care in creating meaningful academic learning opportunities for students of
color. (Doctoral dissertation). Dissertation Abstracts International, A: The Humanities
and Social Sciences, Vol.76(03).
McFadden, A. C., Marsh, G. E., Prince, B. J., & Hwang, Y. (1992).  A study of race and gender
bias in the punishment of handicapped school children. Urban Review, 24(4), 239–251.
McGrady, P. B., & Reynolds, J. R. (2013).  Racial mismatch in the classroom beyond BlackWhite differences. Sociology of Education, 86(1), 3-17.
Milner, H. R. (2007). Race, culture, and research positionality: Working through dangers

Morton, Jackson, & Jackson

131

seen, unseen, and unforseen. Educational Researcher, 37(7), 388-400.
Morrison, K. (2008). Democratic classrooms: Promises and challenges of student voice and
choice. Educational Horizons, 87(1), 50-60.
Morton, B. C., Jackson, M. J., Frazier, M. E., Fasching-Varner, K. J. (2017). Roadblock in
the mirror: Recommendations for overcoming the cultural disability of whiteness in
non-white educational spaces. In S. D. Hancock & C. A. Warren (Eds.), White women’s
work: Examining the intersectionality of teaching, identity, and race (3-18). Charlotte,
NC: Information Age Publishing.
Renzulli, L. A., Parrott, H. M., & Beattie, I. R. (2011). Racial mismatch and school type:
Teacher satisfaction and retention in charter and traditional public schools. `
Riegle-Crumb, C., & Humphries, M. (2012).  Exploring bias in math teachers’ perceptions
of students’ ability by gender and race/ethnicity. Gender & Society, 26(2), 290-322.
Scherff, L. & Spector, K. (Eds.). (2010). Culturally relevant pedagogy: Clashes and
confrontations. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Education.
Shaw, S. R., & Braden, J. P. (1990).  Race and gender bias in the administration of corporal
punishment. School Psychology Review, 19, 378–383.
Skaalvik, E. M., & Skaalvik, S. (2010).  Teacher self-efficacy and teacher burnout: A study
of relations. Teaching & Teacher Education, 26(2010), 1059-1069.
Skiba, R. J., Horner, R. H., Chung, C. G., Rausch, M. K., May, S. L., Tobin, T. (2011).  Race
is not neutral: A national investigation of African American and Latino disproportionality
in school discipline. School Psychology Review, 40(1), 85-107.
Staats, C. (2016).  Understanding implicit bias: What educators should know. American
Educator, 39(4), 29.
Sy, J. & Jackson, M. (2018). Considerations for international higher education: Revisiting
cultural competence and proficiency. NASPA Knowledge Community Publication.
Tenenbaum, H. R., & Ruck, M. D. (2007). Are teachers’ expectations different for racial
minority than for European American students?  A meta-analysis. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 99(2), 253-273.
U. S. Department of Education, Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development,
Policy and Program Studies Service. (2016). The state of racial diversity in the educator
workforce. Washington, DC: Author.
Villegas, A. M., & Irvine, J. J., (2010). Diversifying the teaching force: An examination of
major arguments. The Urban Review, 42(3), 175–192.
Warren, C. A. (2015).  Conflicts and contradictions: Concepts of empathy and the work of
good-intentioned White female teachers. Urban Education, 50(5), 572-600.
Wenglinsky, H. (2000). Teaching the teachers: Different settings, different rules (ETS Policy
Information Center Report). Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing Service.
Zapeda, S. J. (2006).  Cognitive dissonance, supervision, and administrative team conflict.  
International Journal of Educational Management, 20(3), 224-232.

